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ABSTRACT 



This paper describes the Essential Skills Program at the 
Community College of Denver (CCD) , which functions as an education broker and 
a labor market intermediary that coordinates the services offered by CCD with 
the needs of a number of Department of Social Service clients. The Essential 
Skills Program (ESP) supplements the services offered by the college by 
providing a series of Life and Employment Skills and contributes to the 
Department of Social Services by assisting students in getting an internship 
as part of their training, and a job once their training is completed. ESP 
was designed in an effort to increase the job opportunities of welfare 
clients affected by Welf are-to-Work legislation. Core courses are designed to 
provide participants with work-related skills. ESP offers services to 
approximately 100 students per semester in 4 short-term, 4 -month long 
educational tracks. The most successful program, the Financial Services 
track, with an average enrollment of 22 students per semester, has a 50% 
graduation rate, a 50% employment rate, and an average wage of $9.40 an hour, 
the highest in the program. The other tracks are Early Childhood Education, 
Medical Instrument Technician, and Retail Sales. (Contains 22 references.) 
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Summary 

The Essential Skills Program of the Community College of Denver functions as an education 
broker and a labor market intermediary that coordinates the services offered by the Community 
College of Denver, with the needs of a number of Department of Social Service clients. The 
Essential Skills Program supplements the services offered by the college by providing a series of 
Life and Employment skills. The program contributes to the work of the Department of Social 
Services by assisting students in getting an internship as part of their training, and a job once 
their training is completed. 

The Essential Skills program offers services to approximately 100 students per semester in four 
short-term, four-month long educational tracks: Early Childhood Education, Financial Services, 
Medical Instrument Technician, and Retail Sales. These tracks were selected because they are in 
demand or because they offer chances for career advancement as determined by the Denver 
Workforce Initiative. About 90 percent of participants are placed in internships. By and large 
the most successful track is the Financial Services with an average enrollment of 22 students 
per semester, a 50 percent graduation rate, a 50 percent employment rate, and an average 
salary of $9.40 an hour, the highest in the program. This track benefits from a partnership with 
Norwest Bank, where students conduct their financial services internships under the supervision 
of bank supervisors, who also act as mentors. An added bonus of this association is that the 
bank offers paid internships. In all cases, but one, Norwest hired these student interns upon 
their graduation from the program. 
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The Early Childhood Education track also enrolls 20 students per semester, graduating a little 
less than 50 percent of the students, with a similar percentage finding jobs in the field. The 
Medical Instrument Technician track enrolls twice as many students, 40 on average, but only 25 
percent graduate and find jobs. The Retail Sales track enrolls an average of 14 students, 50 
percent graduate but their success in finding a job is more limited, the 1998 class only had one 
graduate documented as employed. 



Making Connections to Jobs, Education, and Training: 

The Essential Skills Program of the Community College of Denver 



1. Introduction 

The Essential Skills Program (ESP) at the Community College of Denver (CCD) was designed as 
an effort to increase the job opportunities of welfare clients, currently affected by the federal 
"Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996," Public Law 104-193, 
also known as the Welfare-to-Work Legislation. Thus, the Essential Skills Program provides a 
combination of education, training, employment, and support services necessary for participants 
to attain self-sufficiency in the context of career tracks currently in demand. The services that 
the program offers focus on the needs of clients that the Denver Department of Social Services 
(DDSS) defines as Almost Job Ready (Level II), and Marginally Job Ready (Level III). These 
services are designed to help clients reach the stage of job-readiness that will allow them to 
successfully obtain and maintain a stable job. Therefore, through a combination of classes, on- 
the-job internships, and case management, students develop the skills to make the adjustments 
in their personal lives needed to maintain a stable employment. These include dealing with child 
care and transportation issues or confronting personal barriers such as substance abuse and 
domestic violence. Students also develop an understanding of work culture and expectations, 
and acquire the essential literacy and vocational skills to perform specific job functions and 
advance along a career track. 

The program, conceived as a ten-month effort, and divided in four phases, from the time of 
recruitment to that of post-grant full-employment for participants, is structured in such a way as 
to respond to the requirements of the social service system. The Department of Social Services 
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has the mandate to place 30 percent of its caseload in countable activities. Since vocational 
training is not considered in itself a countable activity, the program, by combining vocational 
training with a countable activity— a job internship conducted at a job site— takes the form of a 
"work-first" program. This arrangement allows case managers to report clients participating in 
the Essential Skills program as engaged in a countable activity. 

Programmatically, clients are enrolled in the four-month long Essential Skills Certificate program, 
where they receive a number of core skills and vocational courses, which, depending on the 
vocational track can require from 16 to 29 credit hours, and a minimum of 22 hours of on-the- 
job training. Placement occurs in the second month. The certificate program allows for the 
participation of clients with limited English proficiency, who are enrolled in intensive English 
classes while working 22 hours a week. The vocational tracks offered by the program are in 
those fields most in demand in the Denver area: Financial Services, Early Childhood Education, 
Medical Instrumentation Technology, and Retail Sales. 1 The Financial Services track offers 
internships as bank tellers, an occupation in high demand in the Denver area. According to 
Beverly Fry, Human Resource Specialist at Norwest Bank, on average there are three bank teller 
positions opening per week at any of the Norwest Bank locations in the city of Denver. 2 Norwest 
Bank is one of the institutions collaborating with the program, and where most program 
participants enrolled in the Financial Service track conduct their internship or on-the-job 
training. On the other hand, there are jobs that are not in such high demand by employers but 
offer many opportunities for lateral moves or promotions. According to Elaine Baker, director of 
the Essential Skills Program, that is the case of the Medical Instrumentation Technology track, 

1 The January 1999 Not Seasonally Adjusted Denver MSA information from the Colorado Department of Labor and 
Employment indicated that change in 1,000 from the previous year for the categories of Services, which include 
businesses and hospitals, and those for Trade were 10.3 and 11.1 respectively. 

2 Interview with Beverly Fry, Human Resource Specialist for Norwest Bank. March 1999 
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for which there are only 24 positions opening per year, but those jobs allow for lateral moves 
and frequent promotions within a hospital. 

During Phase I, the Essential Skills Program conducted a process of recruitment in cooperation 
with the Denver Department of Social Services. Information packets were sent to all TANF 
clients in the metropolitan Denver area along with their monthly checks. Candidates were 
interviewed and staff conducted pre-assessments, identification of barriers and problem solving 
skills. Clients accepted in the program were required to sign an Individual Responsibility 
Contract (IRC), which is a requirement of the Denver Department of Social Services. Once 
students enroll in the program they begin job-readiness activities. Essentially, students must 
then complete at least 12 credit hours of core coursework, which include a minimum of 6 credit 
hours of workplace core courses and at least 3 credits of cooperative work experience. 

Core courses are courses designed to provide participants with work-related skills. The program 
offers two categories of core courses: Workplace Core Courses and Vocational Core Courses. 
Workplace Core Courses are designed to teach skills common to all vocational tracks, and focus 
on skills employees need to function successfully in the workplace. By teaching these courses 
the program attempts to address the need for flexibility required by clients unsure of their 
career paths. Since these skills can be transferred to any of the five vocational tracks, 
participants can choose a different vocational option without having to start the program again. 
These Workplace Core Courses may include reading, writing and communication in the 
workplace. Vocational Core Courses are designed to address the need for more specific 
competencies required to work in a particular field such as math for manufacturing or customer 
service for health care and services. The cooperative work experience provides a link between 
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vocational training and on-the-job performance. Since the Essential Skills Program is designed 
as a "Work-First" program, it uses the co-op units to coach and mentor students during work 
internships. The program requires a minimum of three co-op credits which can be fulfilled by 
Workplace Core or as Vocational Core courses. In addition, students must complete from 5 to 7 
credit hours of vocational courses, for a month, before they start Phase II. There are also a 
number of elective courses that students can select under approval from their advisor, and 
based on students' career goals. (For a more detailed list of courses see Appendix I.) 

During Phase II, which can last between three to six months depending on participants' needs, 
students start their internships. Students then spend 18 hours a week in class, where they 
receive a minimum of six credit hours of vocational training, and spend 22 hours a week at 
work. The vocational courses offered by the program include specific vocational competencies, 
workplace core competencies, and cooperative work experiences. The specific vocational 
competencies may include courses in Medical Terminology and Operating Room Assistance for 
those enrolled in the Medical Instrumentation track. The program also offers Business Math and 
Customer Service for those enrolled in the Financial Services track, and Introduction to Early 
Childhood Education and Early Childhood Education Lab for those enrolled in the Early 
Childhood Education track. The workplace competencies include Introduction to Computers, 
Workshops in Reading, Writing, and Speaking, and Communication for the Workplace. Some of 
the elective courses that students may take include The Sociology of Health Care, and Medical 
Emergencies. During this phase, the program also provides limited support services such as 
back-up childcare, professional style wardrobe, transportation assistance, and some counseling. 
Childcare is offered through cooperation with the Work and Family Resource Center, and 
professional clothing through cooperation with Tailored Transitions. The program assists 
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students with transportation by providing bus passes and helping students to develop 
transportation plans. For those students needing to confront issues of substance abuse and 
domestic violence, the program offers counseling through a cooperation agreement with Project 
WISE and by referrals to community agencies. Project WISE is a training program for counselors 
who do part of their clinical training through cooperation with the Essential Skills program. 
During Phase III clients work full time and ongoing vocational training continues twice a week in 
two-hour sessions. Phase IV is the post-grant, full-employment phase. 

The development of the Essential Skills Program has benefited from previous experience and 
their current affiliation. First of all, the program benefits from the expertise of the director and 
some of the members of the staff, who participated in the Workplace Learning Project, an 
educational program based on the work-site. More recently the program director and some of 
her current staff participated in a pilot project conducted in March of 1997 in cooperation with 
the Denver Department of Social Services and Mile High Child Care. Finally, the program derives 
support from its affiliation with Denver Community College. 

The Workplace Learning Project is a federally funded program administered by Denver 
Community College. The program was initiated in 1994, as a work-based learning initiative, and 
served over 1000 entry-level or newly hired employees with low basic skills, limited English 
proficiency, and limited employment opportunities. Elaine Baker, director of the Workplace 
Education Special Project is also the director of the Essential Skills Program. The implementation 
of the Essential Skills Program received a boost after the Community College of Denver, the 
Denver Department of Social Services (DDSS), and Mile High Child Care collaborated on a pilot 
welfare reform project based on the Essential Skills model whereby work and learning 
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modalities are integrated. According to Elaine Baker, the program developed procedures for 
ongoing communication with case managers, employment specialists, and DDSS personnel 
based on methods developed during the ten months duration of the pilot project, from March to 
December 1997. 3 

In turn, the Community College of Denver has earned a reputation for, according to the 
Chronicle of Higher Education, "accomplishing what many other two-year institutions are 
striving to do: recruit, retain, and graduate a diverse and under prepared urban population." 
According to the same report, "the community college provides one-third of all remedial 
instruction in the state's public institutions; nearly 60 percent of its students are in remedial 
classes. Moreover, degree-seeking students who take remedial courses at Denver are slightly 
more likely to graduate or transfer to a four-year college than their classmates who are not in 
remedial classes. Last year, 40 percent of students who had taken remedial courses graduated 
or continued their studies at other institutions after three years at the community college, 
compared with 39 percent of all students." 4 

The Community College of Denver (CCD) is one of 13 Community Colleges in the Colorado 
Community College and Occupational Education System governed by the State Board for 
Community Colleges and Occupational Education. In terms of full-time enrolled students CCD is 
the largest college in the state system, with 4,038 full time students, from a total of 10,086 
students enrolled in the 1997-1998 academic year. This student body is quite diverse, although 
white students are still a majority constituting 45 percent of the total, followed by 32 percent 
Hispanics, 13 percent African-American, 9 percent Asian or Pacific Islander, 3 percent 

3 Interview with Essential Skills Program Director, Elaine Baker, March 1999. 
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International students, and 2 percent Native-American. These percentages are significant in a 
state that is about 88 percent white. The college reflects the greater ethnic diversity of the 
urban Denver area. There is also a larger enrollment of women in the college since they 
represent 59 percent of the student body. 

Lastly, the Essential Skills Program's operational structure reflects the high level of inter- 
organizational cooperation. Central to the operation of the program is the role of the Track 
Coordinator. There are four Track Coordinators, one for each educational track, who work under 
the supervision of the program director. The track coordinator is possibly the person that 
students most identify with the program since they receive orientation from the coordinator and 
because they must report any problems or absences to the coordinator. The Track Coordinator 
can therefore advocate for particular students because of her familiarity with their 
circumstances. The Track Coordinator also negotiates and allocates job placements for the 
students and communicates on a weekly basis with on-the-job managers or supervisors 
regarding students' performances. At the level of interaction with the Denver Department of 
Social Services the track coordinators work with the case managers assigned by the DDSS to 
work with each track of the Essential Skills Program. 

In essence, the Essential Skills program certifies to employers that its graduates do not only 
have the competencies necessary to function on the job but that they also have the attitudes 
and work habits employers expect from their work force. Further, employers know that for the 
duration of the program and the follow-up period their trainees have the support of program 
case managers as well as the support of case managers from the Department of Social Services. 

4 Hebei, Sara. (1999) "Community College of Denver Wins Fans with Ability to Tackle Tough Issues." Chronicle of 
Higher Education. May 7, pp. A37-A38 



By guaranteeing the preparedness of its graduates the program becomes part of the 
recruitment network of area employers and, at the same time, guarantees that graduates will 
find stable employment . 5 

2. Counseling and Support Services 

Some of the issues that the Essential Skills Program had to confront in the process of providing 
services to welfare clients were the low literacy rate of the clients and the multiple barriers that 
affect their attendance and performance. According to an assessment conducted by the 
program, many clients test between the sixth and eighth grade reading level. Clearly, this level 
of literacy limits their ability to pursue vocational training leading to stable employment. Clients 
also confront problems of childcare, transportation, substance abuse, domestic violence, and 
inadequate housing. 

In order to deal with the low literacy of many participants the program combines job-related 
and vocational courses with developmental studies courses and strong academic counseling. To 
deal with personal barriers the program provides strong case management through contract 
with social services or by using social services at the college. The program also offers traditional 
"soft skills" training, such as problem solving. The participants of the Essential Skill Program also 
have access to all the support services offered at the Community College of Denver. Those 
services include the Academic Support Center, the Student Assistance Center and Women's 
Services, the Center for Persons with Disabilities, the Career Services, the Work and Family 
Resource Center, the Educational Opportunity Center, and the Career Development Center. 
Academic Support and Advisement 




13 



11 



